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Abstract
An architect, historian and architectural theorist – William Richard Lethaby - was an outstanding representative of the English 
Movement ‘Art and Craft’ and he was a remarkable personality in the fields of architectural practice, education and science in 
England at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. This article presents an analysis of the book ‘Architecture, 
Mysticism, and Myth’ of architect William Richard Lethaby. The book deals with a number of interesting historical fragments, 
the author’s erudition goes without any doubts, but it makes a dual impression for a today’s reader and cannot be considered to be 
a scientific source. However, it arouses a doubtless interest as a fact in the history of architecture and architectural science.
The book reveals a new stage in the development of architectural science related to the research of not only material but also
artistic, imaginative and symbolic aspects.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of the organizing committee of SPbUCEMF-2015.
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1. Introduction
An architect, historian and architectural theorist – William Richard Lethaby – was an outstanding representative 
of the English Movement ‘Art and Craft’. He was also a close friend of William Morris and Philip Webb who were 
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the leaders of this movement. Besides he was quite a remarkable personality in the fields of architectural practice, 
education and science in England at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries.He started his 
architectural carrier in 1871 and became an assistant of the most famous and productive architects of those times –
Norman Show - in 1879. Lethaby participated in many Norman Show’s works including his contribution to design 
of the most well-known project – the New Scotland Yard building in London. He started to work on his own in 1889 
and constructed a number of buildings in the medieval ‘English-Dutch style’. However, his most famous 
construction was a residential building in the town of Birmingham (1900) which English researches considered to be 
an anticipation of the functionalism of the 20th century. The last building constructed by Lethaby was an All Saints 
Church (Herefordshire, 1902). After that he dedicated his life to decorative and applied arts, conservation and 
restoration of the cultural heritage-listed architectural monuments, theory and teaching the history of architecture. 
And these very activities made Lethaby a famous and authoritative person in the professional community of Europe. 
(Thus, Lethaby consulted Hermann Muthesius on his prominent book ‘The English House’ which made a great 
impact on the European architecture) [1-5].
2. Origins of the Lethaby’s outlook
The biographers refer the beginning of the Lethaby’s research activity to 1885. His first book «Architecture, 
Mysticism, and Myth» was issued and went out to the world in 1891. It appeared to be the most considerable 
evidence of those new outlooks on architecture which were outspread in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Before 
we consider the content of this book the origins of this architectural concept innovative for its time, which was 
suggested by the author in his research study, should be indicated.
Lethaby supported the movement of English Artistic Culture which was the ‘brainchild’ of the romantic reaction 
to the French Enlightenment ideology. The Enlightenment philosophy stated the priority of the sense over a 
medieval traditionalism consecrated by the church, challenged an issue of conventional public relations and 
aesthetic principles. The Great French revolution, which was the very picture of the Enlightenment ideals in fact, 
entailed a bloody nightmare of the revolution Terror in France and All-European War instead of an anticipated 
‘realm of the sense’. Romanticism, which was a reaction to the French bourgeois revolution in fact according to 
Marx, represented a refusal from the Enlightenment ideology and its opposite reflection in many aspects. 
Romanticism characterised by anti-bourgeois features declared the Middle Ages, medieval public relations, religious 
architecture and arts to be ideal. Keeping a pace with the Romanticism a so-called ‘feudal socialism’ - a predecessor 
of the «scientific socialism» further - appeared in England in the beginning of the 20th century.
3. Romanticism and the theory of architecture
The evolution of Romanticism can be divided into three periods. The first one is Romanticism itself (the end of 
18th – beginning of 19th up to the 40th) claiming against the Enlightenment ideology and academic classicism. The 
second one can be named as Late Romanticism (40th – beginning of 80th) being opposed to positivism and realism of 
the arts. The third period is Neo-Romanticism in the end of 19th and beginning of 20th standing against decadency 
and symbolism impacts. The second period was the most significant for the future of English arts and architecture.
This period was associated with the activity of John Ruskin who was very close to ‘feudal socialism’. It was 
based on the Christian morality and its shrew criticism supporting existing contemporary position, which was 
perceived with duly sympathy by many artists, and it is still up-to-date nowadays. Thus Ruskin was the first art 
critic who pointed at ecological consequences of an unlimited industrial production, negative impact of division of 
labour in the industrial field and disastrous commercialisation of artistic activities. According to Ruskin the decline 
of morality accompanied by capitalism could have been overcome on the way to revival of the aims and means of 
medieval arts and artistic workshops including decorative and applied arts and architecture.
The Ruskin’s follower, William Morris, was keen to put these ideas in practice. He became an organizer and a 
head of the Movement ‘Art and Craft’ which affected architecture development in Europe and the USA to a 
significant extent. It created a leading trend in architecture of the Victorian period. One of the most remarkable 
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representatives of the ‘Art and Craft’ Movement in the end of 19
th
century was William Lethaby in fact.
Although the Ruskin’s outlook on the artistic culture of England at that times remained still significant it was 
criticized by an Aesthetic Movement formed in England by 80th. This movement was headed by a former Ruskin’s 
listener in Oxford – Oscar Wilde. Wilde stated an inherent value of Arts. His outlook coincided with the ones of 
French symbolists who he knew personally. Though, obviously, Wilde cannot be attached to symbolists’ movement, 
he and other representatives of the Aesthetic Movement made quite a great impact on English Arts in the end of 19
th
century. The confrontation appeared between symbolism and an ideology of the ‘Art and Craft’ Movement implied 
a transition from Romanticism customs to Neo-Romanticism. This confrontation took course as follows: 
traditionalism – innovations, ethnicism – cosmopolitanism, moralism – aestheticism, vitalism – decadency. The 
discrepancies were not limited by academic discussions. The conflict between Ruskin and a prominent artist of the 
Aesthetic Movement – Wilster, who was a Wilde’s fiend, was put to a court hearing. As a result, Ruskin, who lost 
the lawsuit, had to leave an academic department in Oxford what entailed the beginning of the Romanticism in 
English Arts.
Being opposite to the ‘Aesthetic Movement’ ideology was a challenge for Lethaby’s theoretical research. 
Another challenge for him was a ‘rational’ theory of architecture formed by 70
th
under the influence of positivism, 
and, first and foremost, it was a study of Semper ‘Style of technical and tectonic arts’. The concept of Lethaby 
represented an opposition to both irrational symbolism and positive ‘rationalism’ (utilitarianism). The concept did 
not accept aesthetic rationalism of classical traditions with its search for a comprehensive formula of perfection as 
well though certain resonance can be traced in the Lethaby’s book. The content of the book ‘Architecture, 
Mysticism, and Myth’ was based on the Neo-Romanticism insights and does not imply all the aspects. This book 
was a sort of a free-style essay and did not comply with systematic criteria and scientific character even for those 
times what actually was indicated by the author. However, this circumstance conformed to a romantic formula 
‘better superstition than beliefs in system’ did not cause any serious objections from the side of contemporary artists. 
Moreover, Lethaby took a step forward in studying of architecture if to compare with his predecessors.
4. Lethaby’s theoretical concept
Lethaby described symbolism of traditional architectural forms in his study on the basis of mystical beliefs 
coming from the Middle Ages. And though interpretation of symbolism was quite improvised and not always 
convincing it is important to highlight the difference between his approach to the research and an approach of 
Semper who suggested more ‘scientific’ architectural concept. If Semper studied the origins of architectural forms, 
their relations with materials, technologies and constructions, Lethaby resorted to the contents of the forms and tried 
to comprehend an ideal sense of artistic means of architecture putting materialism aside. As long as Semper stiffly 
adhered to the history in his studies Lethaby maintained his mythological views in accordance with the Neo-
Romanticism principles.
The change of the positive eclectic history with mythology was connected with striving for overcoming 
fragmental history and restore integrity of outlook on world. Certain similar features of Neo-Romanticism and 
symbolism were found. Fundamental difference can be referred to rendering of symbols by representatives of these 
movements. It should be noted that symbolism always can be traced in arts to a certain extent. However, the 
representatives of symbolism as an artistic movement considered symbols as a main and predominant aspect in arts. 
The Neo-Romanticism followers perceive the role of symbols in other way. When Lethaby described symbols in 
architectural forms he searched for them in varied and exuberant mythological beliefs. The sense of architectural 
symbolism is sometimes simple and intuitively understandable. For instance, it can be traced in vault and dome 
slabs which symbolized the sky. It is sometimes complicated and requires additional efforts to comprehend, but, 
anyway it is always understandable.
The content of a symbol is always perceived as a sort of abstraction ‘slipping from comprehension nets’ by 
symbolism supporters. A creative intuition only allows approaching to comprehension of symbols but it can never 
exhaust its sense. Semantic interpretation of a symbol always takes a symbolic form and for this reason turns into 
‘dark infinity’. Irrationalism, which existed initially in Romanticism, appears to be evident. The Lethaby’s position 
can be defined as neo-romantic. Along with that he perceived and considered achievements of both rationalists and 
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symbolists. In spite of significant drawbacks this brought his study to an advanced level of the architectural science.
The author narrates about necessity to learn the history of architecture in the introductory part of the book 
stipulating that ‘if you want to learn something new you should search for something old’. This traditionalism being 
an integral part of the Romanticism ideology goes through the whole Lethaby’s research study from the beginning to 
the very end. He starts his research work with non-trivial definition of architecture as an ‘idea standing behind a 
form’. According to Lethaby architecture should be distinguished form a building as a soul can be distinguished 
from a body. Thus the author limits his study to research of the ideas of and ‘text contents’ of architectural forms. 
Besides he is convinced in existence of a comprehensive language of architecture, which can be understood by all 
nations, and tented to elicit its ‘verbal content’. The aim of the research was to give a rebirth to understanding of 
architectural symbols lost by the society. Obviously, this outlook was inspired by a romantic devotion to medieval 
and gothic architecture first and foremost, which corresponded to perception of architecture as a sort of ‘text’ 
expressing certain outlook and going back to this rule can be considered as the main challenge of the contemporary 
architecture (but not construction to be applied V.G., T.K.) «An old-aged architecture lived because it persuaded the 
goal. With the aim to be factual the modern architecture must not be a simple wrapper without any content’ as 
Lethaby wrote.
The author considers its architectural construction, and mainly the church, as a symbol of universe in the first 
chapter of the book - a so-called World’s contexture – switching to description of the sense of other architectural 
parts and buildings in the following chapters. The book is accomplished with the last chapter called ‘Symbol of 
creation’ assigned to an egg by an author. «An egg is a typical natural symbol of creation’ …..Eggs are hanged up 
not only in holy houses but also in the places of honour and rituals» as Lethaby narrated.
Portrait of Lethaby (Fig. 1).The buildings shown are; Westminster Abbey, he was Surveyor to the Abbey, 
Brockhampton Church, showing Lethaby as architect and The Central School of Arts and Crafts, of which he was 
the founding Principal [8]
Fig. 1. Portrait of Lethaby. Black ink on paper. Figure from [8]
4.1. Some works by Lethaby
The stained-glass window of The Four Evangelists, Parish Church of St John the Baptist., Symondsbury (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. W. R. Lethaby. The stained-glass window, Parish Church of St John the Baptist.1884 Figure from [9]
The Figure 3 shows design for a 'Mountain Chapel' by Lethaby, showing plan, south elevation, south west view. 
Scale in feet and inches
Fig. 3. W. R. Lethaby. Template Reproduction, 1877. Mountain Chapel. Figure from [9]
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The Colmore Row was built as the offices of the Eagle Insurance Company, nowadays, it’s a coffee house 
(Fig. 4)
Fig. 4. W. R. Lethaby. Colmore Row, Birmingham. Figure from [9]
"Sensitive transformation" Melsetter House, Hoy, Orkney. (Fig. 5) [2, 9]
Fig. 5. W. R. Lethaby. Melsetter House, Hoy, Orkney. The three gables with distinctive stone finials and Sketch of Melsetter House. Figure 
from [9]
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5. Conclusions
The book deals with a number of interesting historical fragments, the author’s erudition goes without any doubts, 
but it makes a dual impression for a today’s reader and cannot be considered to be a scientific source. However, it 
arouses a doubtless interest as a fact in the history of architecture and architectural science. Firstly, the book can be 
considered as a meaningful outlook of one of the leading representatives of quite an affluent Movement ‘Art and 
Craft’. Secondly, it gives a consequent description of the ideology of one of the important movements in artistic 
culture at the end of the 19th – beginning of the 20th centuries – Neo-Romanticism. And thirdly, that is more 
essential, it reveals a new stage in the development of architectural science related to the research of not only 
material but also artistic, imaginative and symbolic aspects. The history of the research study of architecture in the 
20th century verifies an outstanding part of William Richard Lethaby.
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